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The vehicle exception to the search warrant requirement does not require separate exigent circumstances. 


Under the Fourth Amendment to the United States Constitution, when police officers have probable cause to search a vehicle, 
no separate exigency is required for a warrantless search of a mobile vehicle.! However, under the law of some states, a 
contrary rule applies, requiring both probable cause and exigent circumstances before a vehicle may be searched under the 
automobile exception.» Some authorities—though requiring that both probable cause and exigent circumstances be 
present—hold that automobiles inherently present exigent circumstances that may justify a warrantless search when probable 
cause is present.’ Under this view, a state is not required to prove exigent circumstances on a case-by-case basis to invoke the 
automobile exception.* Similarly, exigent circumstances to conduct a warrantless search of a motor vehicle may exist merely 
if the vehicle is mobile and its contents may not be found again if a warrant is required.° In other jurisdictions, however, 
exigent circumstances include emergency situations requiring swift action to prevent imminent danger to life or serious 
damage to property,° or to forestall the imminent escape of a suspect or destruction of evidence,’ or when the circumstances 
giving rise to probable cause were unforeseeable and spontaneous.’ In any event, the list of factors that can contribute to the 
presence of exigent circumstances, as an element of the automobile exception to the warrant requirement, is as boundless as 
the possible situations that may confront an officer.° 
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Obtaining a warrant is the default rule for searching an automobile; if an officer proceeds to conduct a warrantless search, a 
reviewing court will be required to determine whether exigent circumstances existed to justify the officer’s judgment that 
obtaining a warrant was not reasonably practicable. Pa. Const. art. 1, § 8. Commonwealth v. Alexander, 243 A.3d 177 (Pa. 


2020). 
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